Neurodevelopmental effects of antiepileptic drugs.
Although the vast majority of children born to women with epilepsy are normal, these children are at increased risk for both anatomic and cognitive impairments. Current evidence suggests that the defects are the result of in utero antiepileptic drug (AED) exposure combined with a genetic predispositon. However, the exact mechanisms underlying these effects remain to be delineated. AED polytherapy increases the risk, but it remains uncertain if specific AEDs pose an overall greater threat. Most women with epilepsy cannot avoid AEDs during pregnancy because of the greater risks posed by seizures to the mother and fetus. Therefore, current recommendations emphasize definitive diagnosis and the use of AED monotherapy at the lowest effective dose if treatment is indicated. Prenatal folate and multivitamins should also be given routinely to women of childbearing age who require AED therapy.